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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR UTILITY
POWER LINES VEGETATION PROXIMITY
MONITORING AND CONTROLLING

RELATED APPLICATIONS

The present application claims priority to the U.S. Pro-
visional Patent Application Ser. No. 62/348,950, entitled,
“Method and system {for utility power lines vegetation
proximity monitoring and controlling,” filed Jun. 12, 2016,
incorporated by reference herein 1n its entirety.

BACKGROUND

Electric utility overhead transmission (bulk and local
systems) and distribution power lines/wires/conductors are
carried on metallic and nonmetallic towers and poles across
very long distances 1n many directions which include met-
ropolitan, urban, suburban and rural areas. Vegetation/trees
from the surroundings can potentially encroach in to the
overhead high voltage (4 kilo volt [kV] and above) electric
lines, eventually contacting or striking these lines. These
vegetation encroachment events may bring the energized
lines down to the ground, ignite surrounding vegetation and
cause unscheduled electric service disruptions (blackouts).
These hazards are amplified 1n drought seasons when dead
trees 1n the proximity of the utility power lines could {fall
over these high voltage electric conductors and start wild-
fire. The utilities and/or power lines maintenance companies
need to cyclically inspect these power lines to monitor and
assess vegetation conditions and mitigate hazards from
potential vegetation encroachments. Based on the vegetation
condition inspection findings, the power line vegetation
maintenance crews cut/trim or remove vegetation/trees that
reach a threshold proximity to the power lines as predefined
by the relevant regulatory agencies and utility companies.
There are federal, state, regional, and local level regulatory
agencies to oversea this vegetation management compliance
process 1 the United Sates. A few examples of such
regulatory agencies and their applicable vegetation manage-

ment regulations 1n the United States are, North American
Electric Reliability Corporation (NERC) FAC-003-04, Cali-

formia Public Utilities Commuission (CPUC) General Order
(GO) 95 and California Fire Department (CAL Fire) Public
Resource Code (PRC) 4292 and 4293 etc. The regulatory
agencies and the utility companies within their jurisdictions
have developed required mimimum vegetation clearance
distance (IMVCD) parameter for these lines based on the
rated line voltages, minimum ground to conductor clearance
(MGCC) requirements, geographic locations and their com-
pliance mspection cycles. The maximum allowable vegeta-
tion height (MAVH) under or around high voltage power
lines right-of-way (ROW) 1s mainly controlled by the
MGCC and required MVCD parameters. The utility vegeta-
tion management line of business must ensure compliance to
this MVCD requirements for the electric lines that they own
or maintain. The This electric transmission and distribution
vegetation management 1s a mandatory compliance process
that electric utility companies (investors owned, publicly
owned or privately owned), Transmission Owners (TO) and
Generation Owners (GO) must carry out to ensure sale,
reliable and affordable electricity supply to their customers
and prevent any hazards to the environment from potential
vegetation related flash-over hazards and resulting black-
outs. Noncompliance to these regulations may impose steep
fines and other punishments to the responsible utility com-

panies, TO or GO.

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

2

The state-of-the-art power lines routine and non-routine
patrolling process for vegetation management 1s a manual,
tedious and costly process which involves rigorous boots-
on-the-ground or foot patrolling by large ispection crews
round the year. Routine patrol 1s cyclical and non-routine
process 1s scheduled as need to cover requirements of
special programs such as integrated vegetation management,
tower or pole vegetation clearance management, emergency
condition such as drought related vegetation management
etc. Many crews patrol these electric lines by drniving their
motor vehicles and/or walking where no accessible road 1s
available 1n and out of an electric lines right-of-way (ROW)
under these routine and non-routine utility vegetation man-
agement programs. According to the applicable regulations,
certain electric utility companies have to inspect hundred
percent of their electric lines they own even though some
portions of the total line length or spans (span 1s comprised
of two subsequent towers or poles of a contiguous electric
transmission or distribution line) may not have any vegeta-
tion 1n their proximities (wire zone and non-wire zone) that
can possess any hazards by encroaching to a line (grow in to
or fall 1n to). This foot patrol process imposes extra hazards
to the 1nspectors 1n heavily wooded rugged terrains. This 1s
a wasteful and risky process that being practiced by the
clectric utility industry for decades. A safer, more eflicient
and automated method of vegetation condition mspection 1s
required for the electric utilities power lines vegetation
management. Electric lines are counted in the unit of line
miles. An electric utility company may own from a few to
thousands of line miles of overhead electric transmission
and/or distribution lines depending on 1ts service territory
and number of customers 1t serves. In certain geographic
service areas in the United States an electric utility company
may be responsible to manage several millions of trees along,
their overhead transmission and distribution electric lines
right-of-way (ROW). In this situation total number of trees
may be translated into a umt based quantity such as number
of trees per line mile. No vegetation to a few thousand trees
per line mile are not unusual for a large electric utility
company in the United States.

In another state-of-the-art approach, aenal patrol of the
clectric lines for vegetation condition and encroachment
detections 1s conducted by a pilot and an nspector from an
aircrait tlying over the electric transmission lines. This 1s a
visual mspection method that requires flying two personnel
over the electric lines 1n certain intervals to complete the
cyclical mspections. A rotorcrait (helicopter) needs to fly at
a lower altitude (about 400 feet to 500 feet above ground
level [AGL]) 1n order to assess the vegetation condition and
encroachment visually from the rotorcrait by the vegetation
management inspection crew. This method 1s costly, creates
loud engine noise 1n the neighborhood and faces objections
from the utility customers in habitable areas. In addition,
flying such close distance to the high voltage transmission
lines 1s hazardous to the people and property.

In another recent approach, airborne sensor-based patrol
method using light detection and ranging (LiDAR) technol-
ogy 1s used by a few utility companies for their vegetation
management compliance inspection process. While this
approach introduces certain degrees of remote sensing and
process automation, this i1s inethcient for this particular
application because it mnvolves frequent aircraft flights over
the power lines that run 1n many different directions in
relatively shorter segments. This directional variation and
segmentation of the power lines forces the LiDAR scan and
data collection aircraft to unnecessarily tly over the areas
that do not have any power lines because of practical
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maneuverability of the sensor carrying aircrait. In addition,
airborne LiDAR survey do not produce real time informa-

tion about the vegetation proximity around the power lines.
Theretfore, this monitoring process must be accomplished
frequently every year. This 1s a costly effort. A large portion
of the transmission line length of an electric utility company
may not have vegetation along the ROW. In aernal LiDAR-
based inspection method, the sensors have to fly over those
vegetation Iree line lengths each year to comply with the
cyclical mspection requirements in absence of a real-time
power line vegetation monitoring system and method. The
vegetation proximities to a power line at the time of LiDAR
sensor tlight do not capture the minimum possible proximi-
ties due to the higher conductor sag at the maximum
operating load condition (amperage) and blow-out due to
higher wind gust than the flying condition. Extensive mod-
cling of the power line sage due to the load vaniations (to the
maximum operating load condition), ambient temperatures
and wind speed and direction variations are required to
predict vegetation proximity situations at maximum load
condition for each power line which must be compared with
the line specific MVCD to determine required vegetation
controlling measures. This method 1s a tedious process
because 1t involves extensive manual data processing and
modeling after each airborne LiDAR scan cycle. The time
lapse between the successive scans and data processing 1s
excessive which fails to accurately capture the actual growth
of a tree within this time lapse. As a result, a required MVCD
compliant tree from a scan cycle may grow taller enough to
exceed the MVCD and become noncompliant during the
time lapse between the successive scan. This kind of veg-
ctation clearance noncompliance risk 1s higher in certain
geographic and environmental regions such as riparian or
orchard zones where tree growth rate along ROW 1s very
high (e.g. about 20 {feet/year). Airborne LiDAR survey
cannot tlag these special climatic regions without extensive
manual post processing of native survey data. Therefore, the
airborne L1iDAR-based vegetation management process for
the utility power lines involving a very large number of
L1IDAR scanning flights each year and extensive data pro-
cessing 1s a huge waste of time and financial resources and
threat to the environment.

Despite the atorementioned state-oi-the-art approaches to
manage vegetation, most of the electric utilities frequently
report vegetation related power outages. The severity of
damages from the electric transmission line power outages
due to the vegetation encroachment is relatively higher than
distribution line power outages. Vegetation encroachment
related damage of a transmission line can cause cascading,
power outage across the power grid of a very large geo-
graphic area or even of the entire nation causing billions of
dollars of economic damages. Therefore, an alternative
approach 1s necessary for thus highly critical compliance
application of the utility power lines vegetation management
which 1s more accurate, reliable, eflicient, sater and cost
ellective.

Thus, there remains a heartfelt need for an 1mproved
system and method 1n which the utility power lines vegeta-
tion management process can protect the nation’s critical
power infrastructures, human lives, properties and environ-
ment with higher reliability, accuracy and ethiciency.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

This current mvention uses stationary visual and/or tac-
tical sensor-based remote sensing, computing technologies
and proprietary machine vision and machine learning algo-
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rithms over wireless and/or internet communication network
system to automatically detect and measure vegetation prox-
imity to the high voltage power lines and advise mainte-
nance crews to trim/cut or remove vegetations/trees that
reach a predefined threshold proximity to the high voltage
utility power lines. This current sensor-based vegetation
monitoring and controlling invention i1s a more eflicient and
cost eflective alternative to the state-of-the-art utility power
lines vegetation compliance management processes. This
invention 1ssues vegetation proximity advisory (VPA) and
vegetation resolution advisory (VRA) to the electric utility
vegetation management crews based on the proprietary
machine learning and artificial intelligence algorithms with-
out needing any human field power line vegetation ispec-
tors. The power lines infrastructures such as towers, poles
and conductors are 1n geospatially static environment which
1s favorable for monitoring these infrastructures remotely
using this current invention. The stationary sensors may be
capable of optical imaging, electromagnetic sensing or sonic
sensing across wide range of spectrum including but not
limiting to, red green blue (RGB) visual band, infrared (IR),
multispectral (IMS), Hyper-spectral (HS), light detection and
ranging (L1iDAR), radio detection and ranging (RADAR),
synthetic aperture radar (SAR) or ultrasonic. These sensors
consume low power which may be provided using integrated
batteries and/or solar power source. Single or multiple
sensors of different types can be used per power lines tower
or pole to monitor vegetation encroachments. The sensors
can be programmed for continuous and/or intermittent moni-
toring of the surroundings at certain spatial and temporal
intervals. Based on the sensor observation over discrete time
steps around a power line surrounding location the system
estimates vegetation relative location and construct map of
the environment using the connected and/or cloud comput-
ing system. The map output 1s geometrically accurate as well
as topological representation of the relative distances among
the objects of interest. The computation method considers
slow growing movement of vegetation and relatively faster
movement of conductors due to occasional high wind blow-
out and applies eflective digital filters to reduce any bias and
measurement noise. The computation results provide veg-
etation proximity advisories to the end users via connected
devices such as personal computers, laptop computers, tab-
lets and mobile/cellular phones. Whenever a vegetation
proximity reaches a predefined critical or potential hazard
threshold distance to a power line, the system will 1ssue the
appropriate VPA and VRA for that particular location based
on spatial situation of the georeferenced sensor. The end
users (vegetation management or control crews) can take
necessary actions based on the automatic advisory 1ssued by
this mvention. This method and system requires one time
installation of the sensor packages to the power lines poles/
towers which can last for many years without frequent
maintenance and/or replacement. The year round cyclic
inspections of the power lines by foot patrolling, air patrol-
ling or L1IDAR sensor equipped aircrait flying are eliminated
by this current invention. Hence, this current invention 1s a
safer, more eflicient and cost effective system and method of
clectric utility power lines vegetation management.

In one embodiment, this mvention uses a stationary
remote sensing sensor package that 1s attached/mounted on
an electric transmission tower/pole to monitor surrounding
vegetation encroachment within the critical zones along a
ROW. Each sensor package 1s geospatially oriented as
survey control points in standard spatial coordinate refer-
ence system using horizontal and vertical datum. The geo-
referencing system adds important additional geographic
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information such as riparian climatic region, national forest
region, orchard region of the sensor package location when
applicable. This sensor’s viewing range and field of view
(FOV) will cover an entire line span to the next tower after
this host tower within the same span. Similarly, the subse-
quent line spans will be monitor by the sensors mounted on

the subsequent towers. This method ivolves producing

classified point clouds in three dimension (3D) and or image
classification 1n spatial coordinates from geographically
oriented and georeferenced 1mages acquired from the tower
mounted sensors and applying novel algorithms for extract-
ing features and calculating location, height and 3D distance
ol vegetation segments from the subject electric transmis-
sion lines. The system provides VPA or VRA to the desig-
nated utility vegetation management personnel depicting the
proximity of trees to the subject lines and suggested actions
through the wired or wireless communication network in
predefined temporal resolutions. The vegetation manage-
ment personnel take necessary mitigation actions according,
the VPA or VRA recerved from a georeferenced sensor. The
fidelity of a VPA or VRA will mostly depend on the sensor
resolution and accuracy.

In another embodiment, this invention uses multiple sta-
tionary remote sensing sensor packages that are mounted on
cach electric transmission tower/pole to monitor surround-
ing vegetation encroachment within the critical zones along
a ROW from multiple directions. This sensor’s viewing
range and field of view (FOV) will cover an entire line span
to the next tower after this host tower. Similarly the subse-
quent line spans will be monitor by the sensors mounted on
the subsequent towers. This method involves producing
classified point clouds in three dimensional (3D) and or
image classification in spatial coordinates from geographi-
cally oriented and georeferenced 1mages acquired from the
tower/pole mounted sensors and applying novel algorithms
for extracting features and calculating location, height and
3D distance of vegetation segments from the subject electric
transmission lines. The system provides VPA and VRA to
the designated utility vegetation management personnel
depicting the proximity of vegetation to the subject lines
through the wired or wireless communication network in
predefined temporal resolutions. The vegetation manage-
ment personnel take necessary mitigation actions according,
the VPA or VRA received from the georeferenced sensors.

In another embodiment of this invention, the stationary
sensor packages remotely monitor and report vegetation
growth within predefined zones around the utility power line
towers and poles. This reporting 1s used to maintain veg-
ctation clearance around the towers and poles.

In another embodiment, this invention enables utility
vegetation management personnel to remotely assess health
condition of vegetation n a ROW.

Many other features and advantages of the present inven-
tion will be realized by those skilled in the art upon reading
the following description, when considered 1n conjunction
with the drawings, in which:

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF TH.

L1

DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 1llustrates a graphical overview of the system and
method organized to implement embodiments of the present
invention.

FIG. 2 illustrates a set of exemplary functional data
acquisition and processing and communication equipment 1n
a typical utility power line span to implement one of the
embodiments of the present invention.
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FIG. 3 illustrates a diagrammatic presentation of the
sequential steps performed in the automated image data

processing 1n accordance with the present invention.

FIG. 4 illustrates imaging sensor field of view range and
sensing eflicacy to implement one of the embodiments of the
present 1nvention.

FIG. § illustrates exemplary 1mages of vegetation prox-
1mity detection categories along utility power lines 1n accor-
dance with the present invention.

FIG. 6 1llustrates vegetation proximity detection criteria
and schema along the power lines 1n accordance with the
present 1nvention.

FIG. 7 illustrates a situation where multiple transmission
circuits and distribution circuits share a single corridor and
vegetation proximity detection criteria and determination
schema along the multi-circuit power lines in accordance
with the present mvention.

FIG. 8 1llustrates a side view of the single sensor package
per span-based detection range and field of view 1n accor-
dance with the present invention.

FIG. 9 illustrates a side view of the two sensor packages
per span-based detection range and field of view 1n accor-
dance with the present invention.

FIG. 10 illustrates a top view of the one sensor package
per span-based detection range and field of views 1n accor-
dance with the present invention.

FIG. 11 illustrates a top view of the multiple sensor
packages per tower 1n span-based detection range and field
of views 1n accordance with the present ivention.

FIG. 12 illustrates a diagrammatic representation of the
remote sensing and computing environment and user inter-
face to implement one of the embodiments of the present
invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Directing attention to FIG. 1, there 1s shown the steps and
functional components of the embodiments of the present
invention, 100. The worktlow diagram, 102 illustrates the
main steps, 104, 106, 108 and 110 1n the system. The sensor
package continuously, periodically, intermittently or based
on an event scans 1n step, 104 for electric wires, transmission
towers, power poles, terrain, vegetation and structures along
the span of the electric lines. Single or multiple sensors with
fixed or adjustable zoom and field of view (FOV) are
installed on each power pole or tower. The sensor package
and 1nstallation provide 100% scan coverage of the electric
utility ROW. The sensor package images and data are
processed 1n step, 106 1n situ or sent to the cloud computing
platform for processing. Image data 1s classified to delineate
and measure 3D objects such as electric power structure,
lines, vegetation and ground. In case of a visual sensor,
shapes 1n the point clouds can be aligned at each observation
instant with 1mage registration. Following this processing
step, the vegetation proximity analysis 108 compares the
3D vegetation and distance-to-wire measurements to the
required MVCD and 1ssues applicable notifications (VPA or
VRA) to the end users for each vegetation and 1n a span.
Finally 1n step, 110 vegetation management crews perform
work and record the results on the portable device and sync
the work completion record back to the vegetation manage-
ment system database.

The graphical representation of the system 1n, 112 where
one or more sensor package(s), 114 are attached to a power
pole/tower or structure, 116. The sensor package includes
visual or tactical type of sensors. The sensor packages
capture 1mages/range data and meta data to measure the
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location and dimensions of power lines, 118 and vegetation,
120 and 122 and determine proximity to power lines, 118.
The sensor package images and data are processed onboard
the senor package, 114 or sent to the cloud, 124 over
wireless or wired network, 126. The vegetation proximity
results are sent to the end users, 128 over the internet to their
desktop or mobile devices, 130. Vegetation management
teams and tree trimming crews, 128 use the vegetation
proximity measurements mnformation and advisories on their
devices, 130 to schedule, perform and manage vegetation
maintenance work as required.

In one embodiment of the present invention where the end
users, 128 with devices, 130 select the area of interest or
highest priority vegetation proximity notifications, and
downloads the GIS maps with vegetation data to the local
drive of the portable device to be available 11 the device, 130
1s used outside of wireless networks. Vegetation crews
perform tree work and record the results on the portable
device and sync the results data back to the system after
completion. This data sync process updates the VPA and
VRA for the entire system to allow resources to be directed
to the next highest prionty area for vegetation management
work to be scheduled by location and travel logistics in
concert.

Directing attention to FIG. 2, there 1s shown generally an
electric power line and transmission tower environment, 200
in which embodiments of the present invention operates.
The sensor package, 202 attached to the power pole or tower
or structure, 204 to automatically observes and collect
image, spatial and weather data including, visual digital
images, video, infrared (IR), LiIDAR, RADAR, Sonar, range
finder, multi-spectral, hyper-spectral, range, global position-
ing system (GPS) longitude, latitude, wind speed, ambient
temperature, altitude, date and time which are associated
with the data. Collected imageries of electric wires, 206,
vegetation, 208, 210, 212 and surrounding power poles,
towers or structures, 214 and terrain, 216 are processed
automatically to produce the required information including,
classified images, measurements of power lines, power poles
or transmission towers, terrain, vegetation, proximity analy-
s1s, 2D map, 3D map, VPA and VRA using proprietary
methods and algorithms of the present invention. The com-
mon vegetation, 208, 210 and 212 may include ash, black
oak, blue, casuarinas, cottonwood, cypress, deodar, Douglas
fir, eucalyptus, gray pine, incense cedar, live oak, oak, palm,
ponderosa pine, as well as other pine and deciduous species
and brushes/bushes which can pose encroachment related
risks to the transmission and distribution lines. The wires,
206 types generally include, Aluminum Conductor Steel

Reinforced (ACSR), All Aluminum Alloy Conductor
(AAAC), Aluminum Conductor Self Supporting (ACSS) or
copper conductors.

In one embodiment, the sensor package, 202 uses a digital
camera or 1nirared or multi-spectral or hyper-spectral sen-
sors. Multiple georeferenced aerial images of a ROW are
acquired with specific overlap to be used with photogram-
metric tools and techniques to produce colorized high den-
sity point cloud and surface mesh. The range or depth of an
observed object 1s interpolated based on the lens disparity of
this stereoscopic camera system. In another embodiment, the
sensor package, 202 uses a LiDAR sensor and optional
digital camera to acquire georelerenced raw LiDAR data
and optional photograph to produce colorized point could.
The range or depth of an observed object 1s directly calcu-
lated based on the velocity of light 1n this method. In another
embodiment, the sensor package, 202 includes a digital
camera and range finder. This sensor package interprets
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pictures and tactical range data to produce VPA and VRA
using proprietary machine vision and learning algorithms. In
another embodiment the sensor package, 202 uses a range
finder which scans the horizontal plane of the maximum
allowed tree height of a span. When a tree grows up to the
plane of maximum allowable tree height then the VPA or
VRA notification 1s 1ssued for that span automatically. This
simplified tactical sensor-based system reduces the compu-
tational burden, data storage size and cost of the sensor
package. These embodiments can be used in various com-
binations and in any of these embodiments the data is stored
in local storage and/or upload to the cloud system for onsite
or remote processing. The data transmission includes LAN/
PAN/WAN/W1-F1/Cell/802.1/FTP protocols. The sensor
package, 202 includes general features and functions such as
rechargeable battery system, 218 with battery management
sub systems to ensure long battery life, the sensor lens, 220,
one or more ol active and passive visual or tactical sensors
such as digital camera in the visible spectrum to acquire
pictures and video, inirared (IR ) camera, range finder, multi-
spectral sensor, hyper-spectral sensor, LiDAR sensor,
RADAR, Sonar, embedded microprocessor image process-
ing engine, 222, data storage such as hard drive, removable
media storage, 224, wireless antenna such as Wi-Fi, Blu-
ctooth, cellular phone, 226, wired data connection such as
USB, Fthernet, RS232 serial communications, Modbus,
CAN bus, analog or digital inputs or outputs and solar panel,
230 to charge the battery system and waterproof rugged
enclosure, 232 for year round outdoor use.

Directing attention to FIG. 3, there 1s shown generally a
flow chart, 300 of automated vegetation proximity data
collection and processing i which embodiments of the
present invention operates. One or more sensor packages are
installed on one or more power pole(s)/tower(s) or structure
(s) per span, 302. In the data collection and data analysis
process, 304 automatically collect location and shape of
objects within a power line span.

In one embodiment the sensor packages, 306 has an
adjustable FOV. A wide angle (greater than 90 degrees) FOV
enables 1mage collection of nearby vegetation and the base
of the power pole or tower to which the sensor package 1s
attached. A medium or narrow field of view enables high
resolution 1maging of vegetation, power lines, terrain and
structures at a distance greater than the distance to the next
power pole or tower, thus creating a system with 100%
coverage of all the power lines, structures, terrain and
vegetation within a span. This arrangement 1s replicated for
cach span to cover the entire power line system.

In the flow chart step, 308 proprietary algorithms and
ofl-the-shell 1mage and data processing tools are used to
classily and measure power lines, vegetation, terrains and
structures. After each measurement the objects are counted
and compared to pre-defined zones and buflers as dictated by
the applicable MVCD. The wind speed and resulting power
lines wind sway (blow-out), line load and ambient tempera-
ture and resulting power line sag are automatically captured
in this real-time scan and computations without any inten-
sive manual modeling. The scan frequency and time step can
be adjusted to as oiften as needed or based on significant
weather events such as before or after a storm, events of high
wind speed, rain and lightning. VPA and VRA are automati-
cally generated for each span following any observations/
scans.

In vegetation proximity data transier and management
process, 310 results of the analysis, 308 are the data and
maps generated by this present mvention which 1s distrib-
uted among the users using one of the embodiments. The
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current and historical results are transmitted over a wired or
wireless network to the client server system. In another
embodiment of 310 the raw sensor data and images are
transmitted by a wired or wireless network to the server
system which performs the image processing and production
ol analysis products which are sent to the end users. These
embodiments allow for installation and operation of this
system 1n areas with high bandwidth wireless networks, 1n
areas with lower bandwidth wireless networks or without
any preexisting wireless networks by creating a new wire-
less network with each sensor package as needed.

Directing attention to FIG. 4, there 1s shown generally the
sensor package with adjustable FOV, 400. The sensor pack-
age, 402 scans and collects images of multiple fields of view
for each collection scan to maintain good resolution and
complete coverage. The sensor FOV 1s remotely adjustable
and programmable to automatically collect multiple scans of
multiple FOVs for each line span. When the wide FOV, 404
1s used, the FOV 1s greater than 90 degrees allowing for a
fish eye eflect to collect a wide footprint and provide
coverage ol nearby vegetation and the electric lines and
structure to which the sensor package 1s attached. When the
medium FOV, 406 1s used, the sensor range i1s increased
while the footprint and coverage will overlap with the wide
FOV to ensure complete coverage. When the narrow FOV
setting, 408 1s used, the range 1s increased and the coverage
will overlap with the medium FOV to ensure complete
coverage.

Directing attention to FIG. 5, there 1s shown the end view
of an electric transmission line ROW, 500. The sensor
package, 502 1s installed on transmission tower, 504. Power
lines, 506 and trees 508, 510, 512 and 514 are within the
sensor package FOV, 516. All the vegetation/trees, 508, 510,
512 within the electric ROW, 518 and vegetation and trees,
514 outside the ROW, 518 are within the sensor FOV, 516.
This arrangement allows for the proposed invention to
accurately identily and measure all vegetation encroachment
threats including those that may grow up in to the power
lines, 508 and those which may fall 1n to the power lines,
510.

Directing attention to FIG. 6, an example of the vertical
and horizontal zones and buflers around a set of power lines
are shown with trees to describe the vegetation detection
criteria, 600. The transmission tower, 602 has multiple
power lines of a circuit. Each line 15 assigned multiple rings
of buflers, 604 based on the line voltage and required
MVCD. The MVCD for each line 1s defined by the regula-
tory agencies and adopted by the utilities. An example
schema of MVCD for different line voltages 1s shown 1n
table, 606. The horizontal zones, 608 and the vertical zones,
610 are defined for grow-1n and fall-in tree detection based
on the MVCD. These zones are adjusted for the terrain
within each span to account for flat and sloped terrains. The
tree, 612 occupies a set of multiple zones and the tree, 614
occupies a different set of multiple zones. Both of these
trees, 612 and 614 1s assigned unique 1dentification numbers,
GPS coordinates 1n latitude and longitude and orthometric
height above ground, 616, canopy radius and type/species.
In this example, 600, the tree, 614 height 1s reaching the
MVCD threshold. Therefore, the system will automatically
1ssue a VRA for the tree crews to accomplish tree clearance
action. The tree, 612 height 15 less than the MVCD. There-
fore, the system will automatically i1ssue a VPA to the
vegetation management personnel for information only.

Directing attention to FIG. 7, an embodiment of the
current invention wherein an end view of a single electric
utility corridor/ROW, 700 with multiple transmission tow-
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ers, 702 and 704 and an under build distribution pole, 706
are shown. Here the sensor package, 708 1s installed on
tower, 702 to be able to 1image all electric wires, 710, 712
and 714, the vegetation, 716 and 718 and structures, 704 and
706 within the ROW, 720 and 1s able to detect and measure

vegetation distances between the transmission and distribu-
tion lines.

Directing attention to FIG. 8, an embodiment of the
current invention wherein a single sensor package per span
with full span coverage, 800 1s shown. In one embodiment
a single sensor package, 802 is installed on a transmission
tower, 804 with a FOV, 806 and range, 808 equals to D1
which scans the complete distance to the next tower, 810
equals to D of the span. This single sensor package with
fixed or adjustable FOV 1s able to scan the ground, vegeta-
tion, electric lines and towers. The sensor package scans and
detects vegetation, 812 and 814 within the sensor FOV, 806.
The vegetation 1s ranked by 1ts proximity to the power lines
and 3D cylindrical buflers, 816 around each wire based on
the wire voltage. In this embodiment a single sensor package
covers the entire span distance to then next tower and
additional range to overlap scan coverage by the sensor
package on the subsequent tower. In this embodiment a
single sensor package per tower provides 100% coverage of
the electric wires, towers, terrain and vegetation 1n a span.

Directing attention to FIG. 9, an embodiment of the
current invention wherein a dual sensor package per span
with full span coverage, 900 1s shown. In this embodiment
a dual sensor package, 902 and 904 has the range, 906 equals
to D1 which 1s slightly greater than the mid span distance,
908 cquals to D/2 are installed on tower, 910 and 912,
respectively. Each sensor package has overlapping FOV, 914
and 916 to provide 100% coverage of the electric lines, 918,
structures, terrain and vegetation, 920 and 922 in the span,
924 equals to D. This design requires two sensor packages
per tower to be installed to cover subsequent spans.

Directing attention to FIG. 10, an embodiment of the
current invention wherein a bird’s eye view of a single
sensor with adjustable FOV per span with full span cover-
age, 1000 1s shown. In this embodiment, a sensor package,
1002 1s installed on tower, 1004 which can use an adjustable
FOV to scan the entire footprint of the span ROW, 1006. The
sensor package with adjustable FOV can be combined with
the previously described embodiments with single or mul-
tiple sensor packages per span. When the sensor package
scans the span, the sensor automatically collects data and
scans the area for each FOV setting. The FOV settings
provide overlap to ensure 100% coverage of the ROW 1n the
span to scan the nearby vegetation, 1008, medium distant
vegetation, 1010 and distant vegetation, 1012 within the
ROW of the span. In this embodiment the sensor automati-
cally collects imagery data with a wide FOV, 1014 which
captures the nearby ground and vegetation, 1008 and power
lines 1016, a medium FOV, 1018 which scans the power
lines, 1016, and intermediate distant vegetation, 1010 and a
narrow FOV, 1020 which scans the power lines, 1016 and
terrain and vegetation past the next tower, 1022. This
variable FOV sensors allow for high resolution and accuracy
for both nearby and distant scans within a span.

Directing attention to FIG. 11, i this embodiment
wherein 4 sensor packages per tower are used to provide
100% coverage of the ROW and beyond for a span 1s shown
in the bird’s eye view, 1100. The transmission tower or
power pole, 1102 has 4 sensors, 1104, 1106, 1108 and 1110
installed such that each sensor’s FOV covers a portion of the
ROW and beyond. Sensor, 1104 scans the area parallel with
the span and scans power lines, 1112 and vegetation, 1114
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within sensor FOV, 1116. Sensor, 1106 scans the area to the
right side of the transmission tower, 1102 within FOV, 1118.
The sensor, 1106 FOV, 1118 may be adjacent or overlapping
with sensor, 1104 and sensor, 1108 FOVs. The sensor, 1108
FOV, 1120 scans 1n parallel with the span facing the opposite
direction as sensor, 1104. Sensor, 1110 FOV, 1122 completes
the coverage with adjacent or overlapping coverage with
sensors, 1104 and 1108. Here a tree, 1124 which 1s 1n close
proximity to the transmission tower, 1102 1s not in the FOV
of sensor, 1104 but 1s captured by the scan of the sensor,
1110 with a FOV, 1122 to the left side of the transmission
tower, 1102. This embodiment may be combined with other
previously described embodiments to optimize the system of
sensor packages for a given electric ROW, 1126 and spans
to provide 100% coverage for vegetation encroachment
detection requirements with no blind spots.

Directing attention to FIG. 12, the diagrammatic repre-
sentation of the sensing, processing, computing and report-
ing environment and user interface to implement the
embodiments of the present invention, 1200 1s shown. The
sensor package layer, 1202 1s the data and image collection
process which feeds data to the data layer, 1204. The
application layer, 1206 using a combination of proprietary
artificial intelligence algorithms, scripts, and ofl-the-shelf
software and central processing unit (CPU), graphics pro-
cessing unit (GPU) and tensor processing unit (1TPU) hard-
ware, processes the data and 1mages, calculates location and
dimensions of vegetation, power lines and structures and
calculate the vegetation proximity to electric lines based on
pre-defined MVCD thresholds. The data product of this
application layer 1s the proximity and resolution for each
vegetation. These results are sent to the data layer, 1204. The
VPA and VRA results with location, dimension and meta
data are stored 1n the database. Each time a new observation/
scan 1s completed for a span, the most recent results are
stored and the previous results are stored for a period of time
to allow for the changes to be tracked for the period of time
intervals. The geographic information system (GIS) engine
and data file conversion engine, 1208 extracts data on
request from the users through the user interface layer, 1210.
These users may use the extracted data while having access
to the internet or may choose to download the data to a
mobile device for use 1n the field through server layer, 1212.
Users select areas of power lines, spans, or towers by ID or
name or by drawing a polygon on an interactive map using,
the client server, 1214.

Given these embodiments a skilled person in the art waill
realize many possible optional and combinational embodi-
ments to optimize the type of sensor packages, mstallation
locations, fields of view, scan range, coverage based on
variations in the number of conductors 1 a power line
corridor, the design of the transmission towers or power
poles, length of spans and the type of vegetation and
proximity detection requirements based on MVCD require-
ments.

What 1s claimed 1s:

1. A system for monitoring a utility infrastructure, com-
prising;:

(a) at least one 1mage sensor installed at a remote location

of the utility infrastructure, wherein:

the remote location includes adjacent structures and a
span between the adjacent structures, and

the at least one 1mage sensor 1s configured to capture
image data associated with each of multiple fields of
view ol an area between the adjacent structures,
wherein the image data includes data indicative of an
environmental encroachment on the remote location;
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(b) a computer configured to:
obtain the image data, and
analyze the 1mage data to determine whether the envi-
ronmental encroachment poses a potential hazard to
the utility infrastructure; and
(¢) a communicator configured to, when the environmen-
tal encroachment poses a potential hazard, automati-
cally notify one or more receiver of a need for a
remedial action pertaining to the potential hazard.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein:

the environmental encroachment includes a growth of

vegetation at the remote location, and

the receiver 1s a person.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein the environmental
encroachment 1s associated with a health of vegetation at the
remote location.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the computer 1s
configured to, 1n connection with analyzing the image data,
factor 1n a motion of the span at the remote location.

5. The system of claim 1, wherein the area includes a right
of way between adjacent structures.

6. The system of claim 1, wherein each of the plurality of
fields of view includes a predefined zone at the remote
location.

7. The system of claim 1, wherein the computer 1s
configured to:

based on the 1mage data, generate a three-dimensional

(3D) point cloud or surface mesh of the area at the
remote location, and

determine, based on the 3D point cloud or surface mesh,

whether the environmental encroachment poses a
potential hazard to the utility infrastructure.

8. The system of claim 1, further comprising a thermal
sensor 1stalled at the remote location, and

wherein:

the computer 1s configured to, based on thermal data
from the thermal sensor, detect a hotspot at the
remote location and

the communicator 1s configured to notify one or more
receiver of a need for a remedial action pertaining to
the hotspot.

9. The system of claim 1, wherein the computer 1s
configured to determine a species of vegetation at the remote
location.

10. The system of claim 1, wherein the computer i1s
configured to detect a flashover event at the remote location.

11. The system of claim 1, wherein the potential hazard
pertains to a growth of vegetation to within a predefined
threshold proximity to a power line at the remote location.

12. The system of claim 11, wherein the commumnicator 1s
configured to 1ssue a vegetation advisory for the potential
hazard.

13. The system of claim 11, wherein the predefined
threshold proximity i1s based on a mandate by a regulatory
agency pertaining to the utility infrastructure.

14. A method for monitoring a utility infrastructure,
comprising:

(a) installing at least one 1image sensor at a remote location

of the utility inirastructure, wherein:

the remote location includes adjacent structures and a
span between the adjacent structures, and

the at least one 1mage sensor 1s configured to capture
image data associated with each of multiple fields of
view ol an area between the adjacent structures,
wherein the image data 1s indicative of an environ-
mental encroachment on the remote location;

(b) obtaining, by a computer, the 1image data;
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(c¢) calculating, by the computer, based on the 1mage data,
whether the environmental encroachment poses a
potential hazard to the utility infrastructure; and

(d) generating an automatic notification to one or more
personnel of a need for a remedial action pertaining to
the potential hazard.

15. The method of claim 14, wherein installing the at least
one 1image sensor comprises 1nstalling the at least one 1mage
sensor such that at least one of the multiple fields of view
includes a growth of vegetation at the remote location.

16. The method of claim 14, wherein calculating whether
the environmental encroachment poses a potential hazard
comprises analyzing the image data to determine a health of
vegetation at the remote location.

17. The method of claim 14, wherein calculating whether
the environmental encroachment poses a potential hazard
comprises analyzing the image data to determine a motion of
the span a at the remote location.

18. The method of claim 14, wherein installing the at least
one 1mage sensor comprises 1stalling the at least one 1mage
sensor such that the multiple fields of view include a right of
way between the adjacent structures.

19. The method of claim 14, wherein installing the at least
one 1mage sensor comprises mounting the at least one image
sensor to one of the adjacent structures such that the multiple
fields of view include a predefined zone at the remote
location.

20. The method of claim 14, wherein calculating whether
the environmental encroachment poses a potential hazard
COmMprises:

generating, by the computer, based on the image data, a
three-dimensional (3D) point cloud or surface mesh of
the area at the remote location, and

calculating, by the computer, using the 3D point cloud or
surface mesh, whether the environmental encroach-
ment poses a potential hazard.

21. The method of claim 14, turther comprising installing

a thermal sensor at the remote location, wherein the thermal
sensor 1s configured to sense an ambient temperature;
detecting, based on a thermal data from the thermal
sensor, a hotspot at the remote location; and
notifying one or more personnel of a need for a remedial
action pertaining to the hotspot.

22. The method of claim 14, wherein calculating whether
the environmental encroachment poses a potential hazard
comprises analyzing the image data to determine a species
ol vegetation at the remote location.

23. The method of claim 14, further comprising deter-
mimng a flashover event at the remote location.

24. The method of claim 14, wherein calculating whether
the environmental encroachment poses a potential hazard
comprises determining a growth of vegetation to within a
predetermined threshold proximity to a power line at the
remote location.

25. The method of claim 24, wherein generating the
automatic notification comprises 1ssuing a vegetation advi-
SOry.

26. The method of claim 14, wherein calculating whether
the environmental encroachment poses a potential hazard
comprises analyzing the image data to determine a condition
ol vegetation at the remote location.

27. The method of claim 14, turther comprising installing
a light detection and ranging (LIDAR) sensor; and

analyzing, by the computer, sensor data obtained from the
LIDAR sensor to determine whether the environmental
encroachment poses a potential hazard to the utility
inirastructure.
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28. The system of claim 1, wherein the environmental
encroachment includes an encroachment of vegetation on
the remote location.

29. The system of claim 1, wherein the environmental
encroachment includes an environmental encroachment on a
distribution line of the utility infrastructure at the remote
location.

30. The method of claim 14, wherein the environmental
encroachment includes an encroachment of vegetation on
the remote location.

31. The method of claim 14, wherein the environmental
encroachment includes an environmental encroachment on a
distribution line of the utility infrastructure at the remote
location.

32. A system for monitoring a utility infrastructure, com-
prising:

(a) at least one 1mage sensor; and

(b) a computer, wherein:

the at least one 1mage sensor 1s configured for instal-
lation at a remote location of the utility infrastruc-
fure;
the at least one 1mage sensor 1s configured to:
capture image data for each of multiple fields of view
of an area at the remote location, the 1mage data
including data indicative of an environmental con-
dition at the remote location, and
provide the 1mage data to the computer; and
the computer 1s configured to:
generate, based on the image data, a three-dimen-
stional (3D) model of the area, and
determine, based on the 3D model, whether the
environmental condition poses a potential hazard

to the utility infrastructure.

33. The system of claim 32, further comprising a sensor
package that includes the at least one 1mage sensor, wherein
the sensor package 1s configured to attach to a pole or tower
of the utility infrastructure.

34. The system of claim 33, wherein:

the sensor package further includes the computer and a

communicator; and

the communicator 1s configured to, when the environmen-

tal condition poses a potential hazard, automatically
notity one or more receiver of a need for a remedial
action pertaining to the potential hazard.

35. The system of claim 34, wherein the sensor package
further includes a rechargeable battery and a solar panel
configured to charge the rechargeable battery; and

wherein the at least one 1mage sensor 1s configured to

consume power from the rechargeable battery.

36. A system for monitoring a utility infrastructure, com-
prising:

(a) a first sensor package attached to a first pole or tower

of a utility infrastructure, wherein:

the utility infrastructure includes a span between the
first pole or tower and a second pole or tower
adjacent the first pole or tower, and

the first sensor package includes at least one first
adjustable 1mage sensor configured to capture 1mage
data for each of multiple fields of view of a first area
that includes substantially an entire distance of the
span, wherein the 1mage data includes data indicative
of a first environmental encroachment on at least one
of the span and/or second pole or tower;

(b) a first computer configured to:

obtain the image data from the at least one first adjust-
able 1mage sensor,



US 10,880,623 B2

15

generate, based on the 1image data, a first three-dimen-
sional (3D) model of the first area, and
use the 3D model to determine whether the first envi-
ronmental encroachment poses a potential hazard to
the utility infrastructure; and
(c) a first communicator configured to, when the environ-
mental encroachment poses a potential hazard, notify
one or more receiver of a need for a remedial action
pertaining to the potential hazard.
37. The system of claim 36, wherein:
the multiple fields of view include a narrow field of view,
a medium field of view, and a wide field of view, and
cach of the multiple fields of view overlap 1n part.
38. The system of claim 37, wherein the narrow field of
view 1ncludes the second pole or tower.
39. The system of claam 38, wherein a second sensor
package 1s attached to the second pole or tower, wherein:
the utility infrastructure includes a span between the
second pole or tower and a third pole or tower adjacent
the second pole or tower, and
the second sensor package includes at least one second
adjustable 1mage sensor configured to capture image
data for each of multiple fields of view of a second area
that includes substantially an entire distance of the span
between the second pole or tower and the third pole or
tower, wherein the 1image data captured by the at least
one second adjustable image sensor includes data
indicative of a second environmental encroachment on
at least one of the span between the second pole or
tower and the third pole or tower and/or the third pole
or tower.
40. The system of claim 39, wherein:
the first sensor package further includes the first computer
and the first communicator; and

10

15

20

25

30

16

the second sensor package further includes:

a second computer configured to:

obtain the 1mage data captured by the at least one
second adjustable sensor from the at least one
second adjustable 1mage sensor,

generate, based on the image data obtained from the
at least one second adjustable 1mage sensor, a
second 3D model of the second area, and

use the second 3D model to determine whether the
second environmental encroachment poses a
potential hazard to the utility infrastructure; and

a second communicator configured to, when the second
environmental encroachment poses a potential haz-
ard, notity the one or more receiver of a need for a
remedial action pertaining to the potential hazard.

41. The system of claim 39, wherein:

the computer 1s a cloud computer remote from each of the
first and second sensor packages;

the cloud computer 1s configured to obtain, via a wireless
connection, the 1image data from the at least first one

adjustable 1mage sensor; and
the cloud computer i1s configured to:

obtain, via the wireless connection, the i1mage data
captured by the at least one second adjustable sensor
from the at least one second adjustable 1image sensor,

generate, based on the 1mage data obtained from the at
least one second adjustable 1mage sensor, a second
3D model of the second area, and

use the second 3D model to determine whether the
second environmental encroachment poses a poten-
tial hazard to the utility infrastructure.
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